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More than Just a Drop in the Bucket:   
Black Instructional Librarians Teaching for Academic Success 
By 
Lisa A. Ellis 
Associate Professor and Information Services Librarian 
Baruch College 
As American society changes due to new technologies and globalization, institutions of higher 
education are required to implement new teaching and learning practices to insure student 
success, particularly among underserved college students.  Working collaboratively with college 
administrators and faculty, instructional librarians have the opportunity to participate in a variety 
of instructional programs, to teach information, communication and technology (ICT) literacies.  
Since the formal articulation of Information Literacy (IL) Competency Standards by the 
Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) nearly a decade ago, instructional 
librarians were inspired to develop new curricular offerings ranging from First-Year Programs 
coupled with English writing courses to full-scale credit courses in information studies, all which 
sought to directly teach IL and in the process, indirectly foster communication and technology 
abilities (ACRL 2000).   
Instructional librarians of African descent (also defined as Black, African American or African) 
understand the importance of helping students—particularly, the underserved student--to develop 
a high proficiency of ICT abilities to attain academic and career success while fostering lifelong 
learning.  The absence of statistical data regarding the teaching activities of Black instructional 
librarians in academia makes it difficult to evaluate their efforts.   
 [2] 
 
To gain knowledge about the teaching activities of Black instructional librarians, I conducted a 
series of focus groups and personal interviews with a group of Black instructional librarians with 
10 to 41 years of teaching experience at both public and private institutions.  Through rich 
conversations, shared stories, and candid discussions, the source of their keen insight, teaching 
philosophy and practices, in and outside the classroom, was discovered.   These librarians are 
confident, assured and motivated by the responsibility of educating a new generation of learners.  
Significantly, these librarians noted how former students thanked them for having a positive 
impact on their college experience.  Overall, Black instructional librarians should be valued for 
their distinctive contribution to student success in academia and beyond.   
Former k-12 teachers, computer instructors and young adult librarians in the public library, these 
librarians were ready to make the transition to instructional librarians.   Some librarians 
interviewed were reference librarians who admitted having a practice conducive to teaching.  
Evidently, there are cogent and well-established reasons for linking reference and instruction 
which help to explain the facility for adaptation (Ellis, 2004).  Whether working with others one-
to-one or in group situations equated with classroom instruction, these librarians described 
themselves as outgoing individuals who were committed to teaching and found great purpose in 
instructional librarianship.        
When asked to explain their teaching philosophies, Black instructional librarians noted the 
benefits of teaching IL abilities as a part of their common curricular objectives.  For many 
instructional librarians, including those of color, teaching course-related lectures or what is 
commonly known as, “one-shot” instructional offerings, is more the norm than the exception.  
They described in detail teaching such abilities as: thesis or topic formulation, database searching 
from Boolean to the use of proximity operators, evaluating sources and content as well as 
 [3] 
 
correctly citing sources.  However, a number of Black instructional librarians I interviewed 
taught semester-long credit courses in information studies.  For these librarians, they described 
their teaching philosophies in all-encompassing or holistic terms.  One librarian stated, “teaching 
lifelong-learning skills and how to navigate issues related to information…[and the] global 
society of which they are apart.”  Concurring with this philosophy, another librarian expounded 
on this and noted: “Students are taught how to…think critically about how this information 
world affects them…, and how they can, through knowledge and awareness, [have] impact.”  
Black instructional librarians discussed teaching in transformative terms.  They continuously 
challenge students to think critically, question established principles upheld by a dominant few 
and to formulate an understanding which is “open and receptive to others” by taking into account 
divergent points of view.  Of high importance to Black instructional librarians is teaching respect 
in the classroom in order to have civil discussions on information topics that promote 
communication skills of speaking and listening.  As one librarian observed, “the classroom is a 
safe-haven to discuss issues.”  Many report it is important to inspire students to “think outside 
the box to be truly engaged and apply critical thinking skills that are more elaborate than one 
defined answer checked off in a box.”  As one librarian succinctly noted, “students have grown 
accustomed to lecture-style courses where the professor uses PowerPoint, assumes the role of 
‘sage on the stage,’ with little to no interaction from the students who are rigidly or robotically 
taught.”  Recently, questions have been raised about whether college students are sufficiently 
challenged to have learned something at the end of their college careers beyond socialization 
skills (Arum & Roksa, 2011).  Another librarian related that: “10% of the population will be 
doing the thinking for the other 90%; another 40% will be needed to follow orders in a manner 
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which requires training not education.  Knowing this, students are presented with making a 
conscious choice in taking responsibility for deciding the role of education in their lives.”  
Whether or not Black instructional librarians teach library credit courses or not, those 
interviewed were unanimous in their view that library credit courses should be required of all 
college students.  In fact, as one librarian claimed, it is not unusual for upperclassmen to 
comment, “I wish I had this course earlier in my college career.”  Fortunately, much has been 
written in the library literature advocating for the offering of credit courses in academic libraries 
(Owusu-Ansah, 2004).  These courses would appropriately fit in with other general education 
requirements, giving students the necessary foundation to increase their potential for learning 
and understanding at an advanced level.  While course content should include aspects of IL, 
there are wide-ranging topics on information involving communication and technology which 
certainly could be accommodated.  When asked why there are not more library credit courses, 
particularly with credit hours comparable to other discipline courses, Black instructional 
librarians speculate the reasons may be political and logistical.  Perhaps librarians are reluctant to 
accept a lengthy teaching assignment in addition to their current responsibilities.  Regardless of 
the obstacles, the rewards of teaching information literacy skills to students are immeasurable.   
In working with underserved students, Black instructional librarians share numerous stories 
about the importance of offering additional encouragement in order to build confidence and self-
esteem in students.  Today, many underserved students may be the non-traditional older student 
returning to school after a long absence.  Library use via computer technology is often the most 
significant change they encounter.  As a result, there may be a fear of technology which makes 
these students a bit anxious and a challenge to teach.   
 [5] 
 
To help students overcome this fear of technology one librarian suggested using analogies to 
demystify computers and databases (i.e. cellphones are small computers).  Others suggested 
pairing these students with tech-savvy students for collaborative work.  Additionally, it is 
effective to use real-world issues for assignments and incorporate theory only as grounded in 
practice.  It is also useful for underserved students to consider projects which they are not only 
interested in pursuing, but also allow them to find their unique voice for expression.  
Assignments such as self-assessments and contemplative practices (i.e. journaling) may be 
initially confounding to underserved students who are not accustomed to commenting on their 
learning.  With proper guidance and trust established by instructors, these reflective practices can 
promote self-efficacy and contribute to critical thinking skills in all students (Fritson, 2008).   
Black instructional librarians emphasized their ability to form relationships with students.  
Librarians who are sincerely supportive of students can perceive learning challenges and 
intuitively address the individual need of a student among the collective.  Routinely, these 
librarians spent hours outside the classroom working one-on-one with students.  Such activities 
are indicative of a commitment to teaching, instilling confidence and developing strong 
information literacy in underserved students.  Mentoring and relationship building are certainly 
factors contributing to the increased retention of underserved students and likely, all students 
(Redon, 2006). 
Through my work with this group of Black instructional librarians, I have found that they are 
passionate about teaching and are undoubtedly committed to educating the whole student and 
challenging them to excel above their own expectations.  I am confident that they represent the 
best qualities of instructional librarianship and provide the basis for a bright future for Black 
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